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Many developing countries are currently undergoing increasingly rapid 
economic growth, which contributes in turn to urban development.  Though this 
urban development would seem to benefit these countries, it can also, if 
inappropriately managed, create distinct challenges for them. In this article, several 
development scenarios for a developing country are presented and discussed in 
order to demonstrate that robust long-term economic growth ultimately requires an 
increased commitment to sustainable development policies.  After these scenarios, 
the article then identifies important and newly emerging issues for developing 
countries, and it concludes with specific policy recommendations for achieving 
more sustainable urban development. 
 




The rapid pace of industrialization, especially of developing countries, over 
the last two decades continues to promote urban development, and it can also, under 
the right circumstances, allow for increasingly sustainable development. Urban 
development can be described as the process of human expansion into natural and 
unsettled areas, especially as the result of an increase in local population density. In 
more industrialized countries, urban development rates are constant, if not declining, 
due to consistent settlement and housing patterns, as well as their relatively stable 
populations and already high levels of infrastructural development. For developed 
economies, urban and sustainable development issues have been on the agenda since 
at least the 1990’s. In contrast, developing countries are only now in the process of 
industrializing and urbanizing, so they are just beginning to face the additional 
challenge of making their development sustainable for the long-term. Moreover, 
since most developing countries are now entrenched in the voracious global capitalist 
system, it is important that they identify the international incentives and costs 
associated with promoting urban and sustainable development.  
Sustainable development is generally described as the process by which 
present generations develop so as to better meet their needs without reducing the 
capacity of future generations to do the same. To allow for this, four general 
conditions must be met: 1) Fuel and mineral resources should not be extracted faster 
than they can be naturally replenished. 2) Long-lasting, harmful products and by-
products (for example, plastics and carbon emissions) should not be produced faster 
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than they can be broken down and assimilated by the environment. 3) Over-
consumption and over-harvesting should be restricted to prevent a decline in the 
productive capacity of affected ecosystems. 4) Basic needs should be met using 
efficient electronic and energy technologies. [1] Under these conditions, developing 
countries will likely be able to sustain their developmental progress over the long 
run, even if their development includes substantial urbanization. However, if the 
conditions are not met, development will inevitably encounter various stumbling 
blocks in the form of environmental problems and exhaustion of natural resources. 
To illustrate how this may occur, then, the following scenarios describe potential sets 
of circumstances in which urban development in developing countries can occur 
and, in so doing, provide grounds upon which viable urban and sustainable 
development policy recommendations can be made.   
 
2. Scenarios of Urban Development in Developing 
Countries 
 
2.1 Scenario One 
 
Developing countries are attracting increased foreign investment; specifically, 
investment associated with urban development. As a natural result, cities and urban 
areas are rapidly growing in terms of both geographic and population size. These 
countries provide the world economy and in particular the more developed 
economies with raw materials and lower costs of production. Subsequently, the 
developed countries have increased the rates at which they outsource their 
production facilities.  Outsourcing thus increases the pressure on the developing 
countries to accommodate the additional economic demands of the developed 
countries. This has meant in practice that developing countries must be ‘investment-
friendly’ by possessing land, capital, and most importantly, cheap and productive 
labour forces. As non-urban residents flock to cities for the new economic 
opportunities, the urban population density increases dramatically.  
 
2.2 Scenario Two  
 
The growth of urban populations in developing countries has created strong 
pressure for increased better managed urban development, which until now has 
progressed primarily by messy and informal rather than official and regulated means. 
Indeed, a majority of the urban populations in Africa, for instance, live in unofficial 
housing structures and are part of informal and unregulated economies. These 
circumstances are informed by the fact that inhabitants of informal housing earn 
subsistence wages and cannot afford established housing, as well as by the fact that 
the surge of the population into urban areas was largely migratory and unanticipated. 
This sudden migration of workers from rural to urban areas has simply overwhelmed 
the current infrastructure, resulting in the informal settlements and the challenges 





2.3 Scenario Three 
 
Scenarios one and two can lead to a resultant third scenario. Increased 
migration of wage labour to urban areas and the subsequent increase in population 
density has increased urban development in the form of expansion satellite and sub-
urban areas. This, in turn has created a cycle in which the satellite, sub-urban, or peri-
urban areas grow and are in turn sustained by similar developments around them. 
For instance, development patterns around Kenya’s major cities seem to show that 
increased peripheral urbanization has sustained the existence of sub-urban areas 
which then, in turn, further promote the original urbanization trend.  
 
2.4 Scenario Four  
 
Since developing countries were long behind in economic growth, they have 
been desperately trying to catch up. As a result, they continue to rely heavily on 
imported resources to stoke their economic growth. Accordingly, there has been an 
equally steady increase in the number of developing countries competing for valuable 
resources like petroleum and natural gas. For instance, China, Brazil, and India 
among others have even begun competing with the more developed countries for 
access to energy resources. While most of these countries do in fact have access to 
such resources, they require additional reserves to ensure their continued growth. 
Thus, development is a largely a product of increasingly extensive economic relations 
among both developed and developing nations.  
 
2.5 Scenario Analysis 
 
The scenarios presented reflect conditions similar to those experienced by 
the more developed states in their earlier stages of development. It has certainly been 
argued that, in many cases, people engaged in ‘economic development at local, 
national, and global levels are indifferent to or ignorant of the concept of sustainable 
development.’ [2]  This does not, however, mean that developing countries should 
therefore ignore sustainability in their development and urbanisation policies. Rather, 
it is critical that they do strive for sustainable development as they go forward.  
Clark identifies the following prerequisites for sustainable development: long 
term capital, a stable industrial force, urbanization, technological capacity, 
innovation, large scale production units, and commercial agriculture. [3] By this 
standard, then, developing countries will likely fail to possess all the necessary 
features, suggesting at first glance the impossibility of sustainable development in 
these countries. For instance, long term capital is not always assured due to capital 
flight, and even domestically, capital may only be short-term due to a host of other 
political and economic factors. Furthermore, due to the outsourcing of labour to 
developing countries, the industrial labour pool in many countries necessarily 
remains unstable because it is comprised of workers irregularly employed in daily, 
weekly, and monthly contractual agreements.  
Regardless of the present sustainability of their programs, however, 
economic development and urbanization has proceeded in most of the developing 
countries. Fortunately, though, as their development continues, more and more 
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developing countries are seeking technological solutions to their problems. 
Innovations resulting from this pursuit range from cooling devices that replace 
refrigerators to recycled cooking fuel which can replace charcoal; many of such 
innovations have the added benefit of decreasing strain on energy and environmental 
resources.  
Though large-scale production units are often considered a characteristic for 
sustainable development, the reality of short term capital and an unstable work force 
in the developing countries has prompted many of them to instead emphasize small- 
and medium-scale production units.  Even while commercial agriculture, which is 
large-scale by definition, has been the backbone of developing countries’ economic 
development, it still remains vulnerable to fluctuating international costs and 
demands.  
Given such constraints, developing countries must therefore invest 
significant amounts of money, energy, and time in order to fully meet the requisite 
conditions for truly sustainable development—much more than is required simply 
for short-term, resource-driven developmental success. Clarke notes that developing 
countries continue to grapple with issues such environmental degradation, 
infrastructural underdevelopment, and the lack of basic social provisions (i.e. clean 
water or basic healthcare)—all of which are addressed in efforts for sustainable 
development.  Furthermore, the fundamental value of sustainable development, he 
explains, is tied to the expected revenues associated with the provision of higher 
quality public goods; cleaner air and water, for example, can produce meaningful 
financial benefits as they contribute to better public health. [4]  
Clarke fails however to further analyse how rates of urban development in 
developing countries are increasing, despite measures in some of these countries 
meant to slow such development in hopes of ensuring long-term and environmental 
sustainability. In essence, urban development can be observed across all developing 
countries, while instances of successful sustainable development can very rarely be 
identified.  
In addition to the difficulty of achieving sustainability goals, many developing 
countries also face the unique challenge of gauging developmental progress in an 
economic system where a large proportion of transactions cannot be legally 
accounted for.  Having such a “dual economy” can make it difficult for governments 
to raise tax revenue to fund sustainable development programs. Thus, governments 
and their local governance institutions often lack adequate resources to properly 
regulate urban development and implement related policies.  
A large component of this so-called dual economy is a direct result of rapid 
urban development and lack of planning. Specifically, this is the market for unofficial 
housing, which mostly caters to the industrial labour force whose purchasing power 
is solely determined by their low wages. This sub-economy associated with such 
housing also attracts a number of other informal service providers who supply 
necessary goods such as healthcare, security, electricity, and drinking water. Still, 
however, a majority of the population may not have access to any services. [5] These 
informal sectors, though nominally illegal, have continued to be problematic for 
sustainable development because government programs do not take such hidden 
usage of resources and space into their accounts.   
Urban development has unfortunately led to environmental degradation in 
most developing countries. The four conditions of sustainable development earlier 
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outlined are yet to be met. Due to rapid industrialization and the drive to earn 
revenue and attract investment, developing countries continue to aggressively extract 
resources and produce harmful products and by-products, while they fail to meet the 
basic needs of their citizens. According to Williams and Millington, sustainable 
development, even if achieved, can either be weak or strong. They argue that weak 
sustainable development is human-centred and tends to emphasize economic 
growth, while strong sustainable development focuses more meaningfully on the 
need to adjust development strategies on the basis of environmental considerations. 
[6] Therefore, it is clear that most developing countries are in fact practicing weak 
sustainable development and missing the point altogether.  
As far as Williams and Millington are concerned, weak sustainable 
development is linked to helping people meet their short-term basic needs, no doubt 
an important goal but not the only important one. Rather, the government should be 
the primary provider of basic services and should aim to improve the quality of life 
of its citizens and, to a lesser extent, to preserve the environment. Through 
regulations, people’s quality of life can be enhanced by improvements to the quality 
of food and water, of housing and the built environment, and of the natural 
environment itself. [7] In addition, environmental policies that deal with and seek to 
prevent environmental degradation can be implemented. There is ample room for 
policy and regulatory improvement related to maintenance of natural resources in 
urban areas, mass transportation, waste management, and energy efficiency, among 





While urban development is largely unavoidable, it does not have to run 
parallel to sustainable development programs. Rather, developing countries can and 
should incorporate sustainable development policies into their general approach to 
development. Furthermore, because urban development stems from 
industrialization, increased population density, and changing settlement patterns, it is 
imperative for individual governments to provide basic infrastructural support to 
accommodate such changes. Finally, there are also other stakeholders who have a 
role to play in pursuing sustainable urban development. From corporations which 
should promote corporate social responsibility, to regional and international non-
governmental organizations which can monitor adherence of other groups to 
established policies, all members of society can and  should contribute in some way 
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